Portsmouth, Virginia Police Department 
General Orders Manual 


Death on Arrival Investigations OPR| 41 
Effective: 05.28.12 5 pages 
Supersedes: | 12.22.11 42.1.4, 42.2.1 

APPROVED: Edward G. Hargis, Chief of Police 


PURPOSE: To establish procedures for handling Death on Arrival (DOA) calls. 


POLICY: When responding to DOA incidents, officers are responsible for conducting a thorough 
preliminary investigation. Particular attention will be given to suspicious/unnatural deaths, and a 
complete and thorough investigation will follow. Officers will ensure death notifications are carried out 
in a professional, compassionate and sensitive manner. 


DEFINITIONS: 
Natural Death - death caused by disease or old age. 


Suspicious/Unnatural Death - death that cannot be attributed solely to disease and/or the aging process. 
These include deaths: from injury, violence, poisoning, accident, suicide or homicide; suddenly when in 
apparent good health; when unattended by a physician; in jail, prison, or other correctional institution; in 
police custody, or in any suspicious, unusual or unnatural manner, or the sudden death of any infant less 
than eighteen months of age whose death is suspected to be attributable to Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome. The Office of the Chief Medical Examiner investigates all suspicious/unnatural deaths. 


PROCEDURES: (42.1.4) 


I. Initial Response: 


A. Secure the scene and ensure it is safe for responding personnel. 


B. Responding officers should take appropriate precautions to protect against biohazard exposure, 
as detailed in OPR-44, Infectious Disease Control. 


C. If there are any indications that the victim may be alive, confirm that medics have been called. 
Unless it is immediately apparent that the victim is dead or the victim has already been 
pronounced dead by competent medical authority, the responding officer should check for 
responsiveness and breathing. 


1. Responsiveness: tap subject gently on shoulder while asking loudly "Are you alright? 


2. Breathing: While maintaining an open airway (using a head tilt - chin lift technique) look, 
listen, and feel for breathing. 
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Il. 


. Considering all available information, including evidence, witness statements, nature of injuries, 


etc., the responding officer shall determine if the death appears to be of natural or suspicious/ 
unnatural circumstances. 


A police supervisor shall be notified, and he/she should respond to all DOA incidents. The 
responding supervisor shall seek guidance from the on-call Criminal Investigations Unit (CIU) 
supervisor for any unique, unusual, or questionable circumstances. If the victim was under 
hospice care and attended by a family member or medical personnel at the time of death, a 
supervisor response is not required. 


. The responding officer will coordinate and communicate with Fire/EMS personnel to gather 


personal information and medical history to reduce duplication of efforts. 


Natural Death Incidents: (42.2.1 c) 


A. 


Investigation - absent unusual circumstances, Uniform Patrol personnel will assume primary 
investigative responsibility. 


Witness Interviews - check the scene and immediate area, and interview anyone having contact 
with the deceased to determine if any foul play has occurred or is suspected. 


Photographs — photograph the body and the immediate area. If the victim was under hospice 
care and attended by a family member or medical personnel at the time of death, photographs 
may not be necessary. 


. Family Notifications - notifications to the victim’s family will be made in accordance with 


section IV. If there are no family members present, the officer will make every attempt to notify 
a responsible relative. If the officer is unable to contact a relative, the on-scene supervisor will 
contact the on-call CIU supervisor. CIU will immediately assume follow-up responsibility for 
locating and establishing contact with the relative(s) of the deceased. 


Medical History - contact the victim’s personal physician and family (when possible) to 
determine the decedent’s medical history. 


Death Certificate 


1. Contact the victim’s personal physician to determine if he/she is willing to sign the death 
certificate. 

2. Ifthe personal physician cannot be contacted, the medical examiner shall be contacted. 

3. If either the personal physician or the medical examiner declines the request to sign the death 
certificate, the death should be handled in accordance with section III - Suspicious/ 
Unnatural Death Incidents. 


. Removal of Body (42.2.1 c) 


1. The body should not be moved until the victim’s personal physician agrees to sign the death 
certificate or the medical examiner authorizes removal. 
2. The family shall designate the funeral home that will be called for removal of the body. 
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3. In cases where the medical examiner is responding to the scene, if the deceased is in a 
location where, due to extreme and extenuating circumstances, it would be prudent to move 
the body prior to his/her arrival, the officer should make those circumstances known to the 
medical examiner. The officer should seek permission to move the body to a secure, 
discreet location once photographs of the body and immediate area have been taken. 


H. Decedent’s Property — If the deceased’s spouse is on the scene, all property will remain with the 
spouse if the death appears natural. Otherwise: 


1. Take custody of any large sums of money ($500 or more) and/or any firearms in plain view 
near the body. Currency should be counted by a second officer for verification. The 
currency and/or firearms should be documented on the incident report, and submitted to the 
Property Management Unit (PMU) for safekeeping. 


2. Ifa relative other than a spouse is on scene, have the relative sign the evidence voucher, and 
inform the individual that the property will be taken to the PMU for safekeeping. Advise the 
individual of the following if the items are valued at less than $15,000: 


a. 60 Days must have passed from the date of the person’s death. 


b. The person wishing to take possession of the property must respond to the Circuit Court 
Clerk’s office and sign a completed Virginia Small Estate Affidavit after presenting a 
death certificate and the names and addresses of all successors to the extent known. 


c. The lawful successor may then respond to the Property Management Unit with the 
affidavit bearing the seal of the circuit court and take possession of the property. 


d. The successor may also designate a third party to receive the property with a letter, 
bearing a notarized signature, granting the third party permission to take receipt of the 


property. 


3. Take reasonable and prudent actions to secure the decedent’s home prior to leaving from the 
scene and photograph the scene as you left it. 


I. Incident Report — Officers will complete an incident report that includes: 


The physician’s or medical examiner’s name and phone number. 

Deceased’s medical history, including any medications. 

Next-of-kin name, address, phone number and time notification was made. 
Funeral home name and time that the deceased was transported from the scene. 


PONS 


J. Organ/Tissue Donation — Officers shall make notification to LifeNet Health in accordance with 
section V. 


III. Suspicious/Unnatural Death Incidents (42.2.1 c) 


A. Investigation — The Criminal Investigations Unit will generally assume primary investigative 
responsibility for suspicious/unnatural deaths, with the following considerations: 
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IV. 


1. Traffic Fatalities — the Strategic Traffic Unit will usually assume primary, with CIU assisting 
as necessary. 

2. Industrial Accident Fatalities — CIU works in conjunction with DOLI (Department of Labor 
and Industry) to determine who will assume primary investigative responsibility. 

3. Boating Fatalities/Drowning Incidents — On tidal waters, the Virginia Marine Resources 
Commission will generally assume primary investigative responsibility, with CIU assisting 
as necessary. 

4. Fire Fatalities — the Fire Marshall will generally assume primary, with CIU assisting as 
necessary. 


B. Crime Scene — the initial responding officers shall establish the crime scene in accordance with 
OPR-05 — Crime Scene and Evidence Protection and Processing. 


C. Witnesses — when possible, separate any witnesses at the scene from one another. 


D. Criminal Investigations Unit Response — The on-call CIU supervisor should be notified as soon 
as possible, and he/she will coordinate the appropriate response with the on-scene supervisor. 
The CIU supervisor will: 


Assume control of the investigation, observing all conditions and events; (42.2.1 a) 
Ensure the scene is secured and processed correctly; (42.2.1 c) 
Coordinate witness interviews; (42.2.1 b, d) 
Assume responsibility for notifying any needed support services, to include FSU; 

Ensure they make required notifications, e.g, to the Commonwealth Attomey’s office, CPS 
and a Special Victim’s Investigator in cases of infant deaths; 

6. Coordinate family notifications in accordance with section IV; 

7. Coordinate notifications to LifeNet Health for organ/tissue donations in accordance with 
section V. 


MW PwWNP 


E. Forensic Services Unit Response — Upon being summoned to the scene, the Forensic Services 
Unit will process the scene in accordance with OPR-05 — Crime Scene and Evidence Protection 
and Processing. Additional responsibilities include: 


1. Fingerprint the victim; 

2. Forward a photograph of the body to the medical examiners office with the remains; 

3. If it is suspected that the victim was involved in a struggle, use paper bags to securely cover 
the victim’s hands prior to transport to the medical examiners office. 


F. Incident Report — the primary Uniform Patrol officer will complete the incident report, and 
he/she shall seek guidance from the on-scene CIU supervisor for classification of the offense. 


Death Notifications 


A. Notifications shall be made in person, as soon as possible. 


B. Officers should request the Department's Chaplains’ Unit to assist when possible. At the 
notifying person's discretion, they may also contact relatives, clergymen, close friends or medical 
personnel for assistance in delivering the message and/or attending to the needs of the receiving 
party (See also: ORG- 13, Chaplains’ Unit). 
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C. No such notifications shall be made by phone or by leaving a phone message. Officers or 
Chaplains who are unable to make immediate contact with persons being notified should inform 
their supervisor who will contact the Homicide & Robbery Unit or the on call CIU Sergeant and 
inform them of their inability to contact a relative or of the relative’s inability to respond. 


D. Officers or Chaplains inquiring of neighbors or others in the vicinity as to the whereabouts of the 
person(s) being notified should indicate only that immediate contact is necessary and that an 
urgent matter requires that party’s attention. 


E. Officers and Chaplains shall be considerate and exercise respect and compassion for persons 
receiving messages and notifications that are likely to be accompanied by emotional stress and 
grief. Those making notifications may need to delay divulging full information until the person 
is in an environment where assistance can be provided in dealing with the emotional stress of the 
message. Advising parents of the death of a son or daughter may be delayed until arrival at the 
emergency room where licensed medical practitioners are equipped, trained and experienced in 
dealing with grief. 


Example: “I don’t know the exact condition of your (relative), but I have been asked to notify you 
to come to the hospital emergency room immediately.” 


V. LifeNet Health Notification 


A. To comply with the intent of the Virginia Uniform Anatomical Gift Act and to help facilitate 
lifesaving organ and tissue transplants, the department will participate in the LifeNet Health 
notification program. LifeNet is Virginia's designated organ procurement organization. 


B. Notifications should be prompt as organs/tissue can be recovered up to 24-hours after death. 


C. LifeNet is contacted by calling 1-866-LifeNet (1-866-543-3638). The officer/detective should 
call only after the following: 


1. The scene has been cleared, and scene processing has been completed. 

2. A determination has been made as to where the body is being transported (funeral home, 
Medical Examiner's Office). 

3. Next of kin has been notified. 


D. The following information is needed by the LifeNet operator: 


1. Name & date of birth of deceased (and social security number if available). 

2. Time last seen alive or pronounced dead. LifeNet does not need to be called if a 24-hour 
period has elapsed. 

3. Likely cause of death and whether or not it is known if drug use was involved. 

4. Name of next of kin, relationship to deceased and as many contact numbers for the next of 
kin as possible. 

5. Where the body is being transported. 


APPROVED: 
Edward G. is, Chief of Police 
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